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Summary 


A strange New Year's Night among the Witchers of Kaer Seren, leaves Coén with he 
complicated question to consider. 


Notes 


This is another entry for the Cake Shop Rarepair Summer Bingo, Prompt: Truth Spell. 


See the end of the work for more notes 


New Year was always a happy celebration in Kaer Seren. Good food, ale — or some herbal 
brew the alchemists came up with, that would even make a Witcher tipsy after a while, 
laughter. The great hall of Kaer Seren always radiated warmth on the longest of nights. There 
was no master table at New Year's, most of the trainers spread out and sat with friends or 
comrades, and celebrations broke the usual rules and forms. 


It was no different this year, or so Coén thought, looking along the hall. At the other table, he 
spotted Alwin, Krasten, Hendric and Keldar, all three quietly chuckling about something that 
had to be a joke, most likely about books. Though he did notice Keldar’s eyes darting across 
the hall now and then. Following his gaze Coén found Erland, standing with his back to one 
of the pillars, nursing an untouched jar of this year's brew — pine needle beer — and watching 
them with a small smile. 


Not fully unusual either, Erland sometimes — often — kept his distance from the merrymaking, 
knowing his presence made people easily nervous, not wanting to spoil their fun. Most years 
Caio would reach out to him eventually, and drag him into some fun, but... Caio. Coén’s 
stomach sank at the thought. Caio had left, chosen to leave. One of the oldest members of 
their order had done, what few Griffins ever did: he had walked away, from the order, from 
his friends, from everything. Coén had no idea about the background, some whispered Caio 
had found love, others said, he had become disillusioned with the world, and some even 
claimed he had become disenchanted with the Grandmaster, though that was something Coén 
could not quite imagine. Still, a friend had walked away and left a gap among them. 


Beside him, Bran elbowed him lightly. “Someone ought to lure him away from there, or 
Alwin will never work up the courage to snag that kiss from Keldar,” he said softly. “he’s 
making people nervous, just watching.” 


Coén agreed silently. Erland probably meant to stay in the shadows, watch, and let the night 
pass, but some of theirs had already noticed, and others would sooner or later. He looked 
around for some of his friends, Bran was a prankster at heart, not even two decades of the 
path had changed that, Rukhan was irreverent on the best of days, Iskar wasn’t much better 
and the twins were fearless, their eyes met and he read similar thoughts in them. “Round of 
Gwent?” Valerian, the taller of the twins suggested. 


“Good thinking,” Coén agreed, it was something inconspicuous. Gwent competitions broke 
out regularly among groups, just for the sheer fun of it, and it was easy fun to pull someone 
into. 


Bran already swung his legs over the bench and walked over, not without grabbing another 
mug of green ale. “Erland, we are just starting a round of Gwent, would you join us?” 


Coén realized that Bran had drawn the attention of several older Griffins — all trainers — and 
all expecting some kind of prank. No punishment in the world had ever deterred Bran from 
his next crazy crack at the trainers. Keldar shook his head, resigned and somehow amused. 


“T am sorry, Bran,” Erland replied, “I would like to, but I don’t know the game. I am sure 
you'll find someone else to join.” 


For a moment Coén thought their whole idea was blown up, but Bran never backed down 
from a challenge. “You... you never played Gwent? Erland, what better time to learn? Twins, 
run up to your quarters and get that spare deck.” He never for one second assumed a negative 
answer, and he managed to make the invitation in such a good mood, that it was hard to turn 
down. Erland gave in and joined them at the long table. 


The twins procured the spare deck, and among laughter and misunderstandings, they began to 
introduce Erland to the game. He clearly did not know it, but had some ideas, of some of the 
rules — or something akin to them. He lost a few rounds, laughing with them over mistakes, 
but swiftly got the hang of the basics. Coén was not surprised to see him catch up quickly. 
Erland had a keen mind, and absorbed information rather fast. 


“T really can’t imagine you never played,” Rukhan said after he found himself rather 
confounded by Erland’s strategy. “I recall you playing cards with that dreadful mercenary in 
Cintra — when we were trying to find Keldar.” 


“That wasn’t Gwent. It was Life and Dead,” Erland replied, leaning back. “(Compared to 
Gwent it is a horse of an entirely different colour.” 


Life and Dead was played by mercenaries, brigands and highwaymen, or so the word was. 
Coén certainly had not expected Erland to know it. “At least it’s not the seven drunken 
knights,” he said with a mischievous grin. 


“What’s that?” Bran asked, getting curious. Whenever Coén became mischievous Bran got 
interested, they had gone through their entire fledgeling time like that. 


“The story is, that long ago — over two hundred years ago — seven knights were slated to be 
executed for high treason. For having tried or planned to murder their king. The night before 
the execution they were allowed to spend together, as they were men of honour and would 
not run. They played a game of cards, and the story has it, that the cards themselves awoke, 
as they played, asking one of them a question after each round, and forcing them to answer 
truthfully. By the end of the night, they knew one of them had been a traitor, but chose to not 
give him up, as his reasons were if not honourable, but understandable, and they chose to 
walk to their deaths together. The deck of cards they used 1s all that remained of their story.” 


His friends chuckled, exchanging grins. “Too bad the deck got lost,” Valerian said. 


“Who says it was?” Erland sipped from his mug, and there was an amused smile in his eyes. 
“When I was still a young witcher, you’d meet knights or warriors now and then, who had 
such a deck, all of them swearing they got it from some guardsman, a keeper of the keys or 
dungeon warden. All of those cards would awake when you played at night and all of them 
tend to get personal in their questions the longer you play.” 


“They really come alive and ask questions?” Bran’s eyes sparkled with curiosity. He certainly 
was intrigued. 


“They do, and the compulsion to answer truthfully is very strong. You can deflect sometimes 
if you have the presence of mind and the question does not take you by surprise. So rules 
were, that the other players could decide to let it slide or could call you on it, and they then 
decide the method by which to discern the truth in turn.” Erland reached for his jar, taking a 
sip of the ale. 


Now he had their attention. Coén could see it clearly, all the pranksters and mischief-lovers 
among his friends were grinning broadly. They certainly had not expected Erland to have that 
kind of humour but they were not complaining. “You wouldn’t happen to still possess such a 
deck of cards?” Rukhan asked after a moment. 


“T do,” Erland put the jar aside, eyes seizing them up, a warning if there ever was one. “the 
cards can lay bare things you’d rather not reveal. It is wise to be cautious with them.” 


It was a fair warning, but for Coén’s friends, it also was a bait. Tell them they had to be 
cautious and they’d be drawn to that something like the cat to the cream. “We understand that 
it can get a bit — personal,” Valeris, Valerian’s twin spoke up, “but we can agree to laugh at it, 
come morning. No matter what the cards make us admit to.” 


Rukhan nodded in agreement. “why not greet the new year with a little bit of honesty? If you 
are up for it, Erland?” 


They were willing to accept the challenge and challenge in return. Coén wondered if that was 
part of all of them being Griffins, like their namesakes they could only leap and soar, there 
were no other options. 


Very well then,” Erland rose. “Be so kind and snag some more of that ale. It’s the seven 
drunken knights for a reason.” 


Coén was well aware that Keldar had overheard most of their conversation and stared after 
Erland in a mix of shock and worry. Coén considered going over, calming the old Griffin. 
Nothing would happen. Nothing bad. Sure, they all had their secrets, but none of them 
harboured anything truly dark and sinister. They all were long grown up to not stumble over 
old fledgeling pranks. 


Iskar returned with a whole set of fresh jars and a large pitcher for refills. He too was happily 
grinning, clearly having fun. “Who’d have thought the old Griffin could be that much fun?” 
he said, giving Coén a nudge. 


“Tf students are an echo of their mentor, what does this say about him? And us?” Coén 
replied, giving Iskar a wink. 


Erland returned with a worn black leather pouch, carefully untying the cords. The deck of 
cards was thick, a bit larger than gwent cards were and their backs all held a strange 
astrological symbol. Otherwise, they appeared to be like Arcana cards, With the coins, 
chalices, swords and staves in the count. Only they appeared more detailed, more lifelike, in 
an eerie manner. The knight of swords seemed to truly look at Coén. The deck was large 
enough to accommodate seven players with ease. Coén frowned when he studied his hand, 


almost all of the cards seemed to look at him. He had only one starter option — a combination 
of the Mage and Queen of Staves, not ideal, but something to build on. They all were quiet as 
the first round commenced, not all of them had a starter, so some held back, taking another 
card. 


When Rukhan, put his card down, a strange shift went through the Thief of coins before him, 
and the figure seemed to rise from the card, standing eerily on the empty deck. “Rukhan what 
hunt did you fail this summer?” 


Rukhan’s eyes widened, a strange expression on his face. “The wood-hag, I thought I was 
hunting a noon-ghost and she almost got the better of me. Made for a veeery interesting 
escape.” the words were visibly pulled from him and he panted, looking at them shocked. 
“Damn... they really are strong,” he said, taking a sip from his jar. 


There were chuckles around the table, each of them had been deep in the shit before. Still, it 
felt strange. Suddenly Coén realized that those cards might not be asking fun questions but 
might truly know things about them. Read them. The next round commenced and the sets of 
cards on the table grew. Bran was the last this time, adding a card to Valerian’s set stealing it 
that way. The card moved like the other had before and Warden of Flame rose above it. 
“Who’s drinks did you spike with Roseweed, Bran?” 


“Keldar’s and Alwin’s,” Bran admitted, to their chuckles and Bran certainly looked not the 
least abashed at the admission. 


When the cards came to him again, and Coén expanded his set, one of the cards flared to life. 
“What happened to your hair, Coén?” it whispered. 


He had only a split-second to react, then the pull was too strong, and the demand he speak the 
truth was overwhelming. “I mixed up alderoot and forkroot while brewing and ended up with 
long hair like a maiden,” the words were truly pulled out of him, and he was unable to resist. 


The light laughter of his friends greeted his admission. “I wonder why none of the major 
religions forbade these cards,” Valerian said, taking another one off the stack. “Because, let’s 
face it, play that game with kings at the table...” 


They shook their heads at the suggestion and went back to playing. Valerian had accidentally 
stolen a horse during the summer, and Iskar was still embarrassed about a problem he had 
solved for a certain madame in Novigrad. Still, when the round came to Erland Coén 
wondered whether this was really wise and... 


The card flared alive, the voice as hypnotic was with all of them. “Who chased you out of 
Nurmenheim this summer, Erland?” Erland sighed, his smile betraying that it must have been 
quite the episode. “The mayor, he believed I had fathered a child with his daughter.” 


The laughter the entire round erupted into drew attention from the hall. Keldar cast a frown 
their way because Bran and Rukhan couldn’t calm themselves for a while, at the very idea. 
The rounds continued, mistakes, embarrassing hunts, and the cards seemed to be kind to 
them, because most questions, while somewhat embarrassing were not painful, and they 
found themselves laughing and cheering, long into the night. Erland was just as easy to admit 
to the crazy things he found himself in and laugh with them, about their own follies. 


Coén was sure that Bran and Rukhan would be wondering about this the next day, or the day 
after when they had slept enough to think straight again. It certainly played havoc with the 
picture they had of the Grandmaster, and most certainly it messed up Coén’s own ideas about 
him too. Midnight came and Iskar procured another set of jars, two sets to be exact, one that 
they emptied at once to greet the dark hour, the others for drinking while they played on. “I 
have to say,” Valerian said as he dealt the cards. “those seven knights went down laughing.” 


“Maybe not,” Erland studied his hand, then cast a look at him. “the cards can make you 
reveal things...” 


“Then they better get to it,” Valerian grinned happily, “it’s midnight, the old year is dying, 
perfect hour for some mayhem.” 


The cards hit the table, some of them must have shitty hands because the start was slow. First 
round the cards awoke for Iskar, the rolling coins dancing above the card he laid out. “Why 
did you not complete the contract in Merweid?” 


Iskar paled, the cards almost dropping from his hands. “No one to complete it for. I failed to 
save them all.” He coughed, clearly having struggled against the spell. 


Coén saw Erland put the cards aside and place a hand on Iskar’s shoulder. “We all have 
those,” he said. “those we could not save, those where we were too late.” 


Iskar nodded, silently, unable to speak further, but maybe it was enough knowing that none of 
the judged him, that they understood. 


The next round of cards passed, the sets on the table grew. Valerian was the one to finish the 
round, placing the Queen of Staves and three of her cards onto an almost full set, stealing it 
Coén. The Queen suddenly woke to live, her picture more vivid than in the rounds prior. “But 
Valerian tell me, how did the millers daughter die?” she asked sweetly. 


Coén saw Valerian’s eyes widen, he clearly fought the compulsion but it was too strong. “I 
used her as a bait to get the Aquarian but I was distracted when he came up and she 
drowned,” he said his voice shaking. “I got her killed.” 


“All too true,” The Queen responded. 


Surprised Coén looked at the card. They had not done this before. Was this what they did 
when they truly awoke? Hastily he drew a new card, opening the next round allowing 
Valerian to recover, without needing to talk about what he had revealed. Using people as bait 
was not acceptable in the Griffin code, one certainly skitted sometimes, but getting them 
killed... suddenly Coén wasn’t sure this game was a good idea any more. It could rip open 
things better not touched. 


Across the table he met Erland’s gaze, and read silent agreement there. Erland arched an 
eyebrow and then looked down towards a set of mage and fool lying fairly unattended. If 
someone completed it with Tower, Emperor, Hanged Man, and Judgement, it would form the 
set of the world and end the game. Coén understood what Erland was telling him, he must 
have most of the cards on his hand. Coén took the Tower he had and placed it beside the fool, 
normally not a good move because it would gain him almost no points but this was different. 
Bran put his cards on the sword set, the others fought over another one, then the round came 
to Erland und indeed had Emperor, Hanged Man and Judgement, placing them calmly on the 
open set. 


A shimmer went through the cards and the Hanged man suddenly spoke. “Erland, speak the 
truth, whom did you kill in the Tawyni Forest last summer?” The voice of the card was deep 
and commanding, and suddenly Coén realised that no one was getting out of it’s grip. 


“Tvar, I killed Ivar, of Viper School.” Erland’s voice was still firm, if he had tried to fight off 
the compulsion, it was not visible in any way. 


Coén’s heart almost stood still. That couldn’t be. Erland would never, never murder a fellow 
Witcher. It was unthinkable. 


The Fool laughed and the card sprang to life as well. “Confess it all, Erland, why did you 
murder Ivar?” 


Erland squared his shoulders and looked at the card directly, as if the dialogue was just 
between them. “Because he again tried to kill Arnaghad. I warned him to keep his dirty claws 
off my bear once, he did not get another chance.” 


“Spoken true,” the Judgement whispered, and a cold gust of wind rushed across the table, 
blowing out candles and whirling the cards into each other. When it was over they lay lifeless 
on the table, and Coén was suddenly sure they would not wake this night. 


“Now you know, how the seven knights found the truth,” Erland said quietly, sweeping the 
cards up. 


Bran and the others exchanged a glance, none quite daring to ask what was on their minds, or 
even mention the dreadful truth the cards had revealed. Did either of them dare? Valerian 
averted his eyes, and Bran had fallen silent, Iskar dicked his head, unsure how to handle what 
they all could deny they had heard. For a moment Coén was tempted to let it fall, drop it, 
forget it, they all were more than slightly drunk. It could be ignored till morning and then 
forgotten. 


Yet part of him could not. He did not need to ask whether it was truth Erland had - quite 
deliberately it seemed - confirmed that part. He also had not tried to retreat, his gaze at them 
almost a challenge, a challenge to dare and confront him, a challenge to speak up and duck 


away. And suddenly Coén wondered if Erland had been waiting all this time for someone 
who’d have the courage to call him on things, and not defer to him. “This is why Caio left, 
didn’t he?” he asked, refilling both their jars like it was nothing. 


“Yes, I he did not want to bring it before the council, he just walked. He did not disagree on 
Ivar being a murderous lunatic, but on my reasons for taking him out.” Erland replied, and 
Coén had no doubt it was still as honest as under the compulsion. 


“Does Arnaghad know what you did?” Rukhan did not look up as he asked, avoiding 
Erland’s eyes. 


“No, he never knew the first time, and he certainly didn’t this time.” Erland told him. 


Now, there was a hint how Arnaghad had survived Ivar’s first assassination many years ago, 
and probably also when the warning to keep his hands off Arnaghad - his bear as Erland had 
said it - had been spoken. “Then how did you know he was in danger?” Coén wondered, 
because the schools had almost zero contact with each other. 


Erland reached for his medallion and flipped it around, in the claws of the Griffin sat a small 
glittering crystal. “Many years ago Arnaghad and I swore a blood oath,” he said, “the crystals 
are the manifestation of it. Arnaghad threw his away, the day we fought each other, hence I 
have both. They turn black when Arnaghad’s life in the gravest of dangers.” 


Coén had heard of such things before, they were rare, and the material of stories. “Was it 
necessary to kill Ivar?” he asked, the one question he felt needed to be asked. If it had not 
been an assassination attempt busted up in the middle, Ivar could have been warned away. 


“No,” Erland admitted. “But I was tired of his little attempts, of his murderous rage. So I 
chose to make an end.” He pushed back his chair and got up. “Council will be in session, the 
day after tomorrow, should you wish to address it.” He said, taking the leather pouch with the 
cards and walking out of the hall. 


The table fell silent, most of Coén’s friends not speaking, not looking up, Bran downed 
another mug of ale, and Coén had the sneaking feeling they’d find some white gull to 


thoroughly sloshed before finding their beds. They left one after the other. 


Alone at the table, Coén looked at the burned-down candles, and the empty space where the 
cards had been. Why had Erland even admitted to having the deck? Had he not expected the 
cards to hone in on the secret? Or had he wanted the truth to come out and chosen his most 
recalcitrant students as the ones to call him out on it after Caio had just walked? Or had he 
chosen the end the game when he had realised the cards were waking up, sparing the rest of 
them to reveal a dark secret? Or was it a mix of them all? 


He did not know, and Coén was not even sure he would ever know. Sitting alone at the table 
he could truly tell which truth was correct. Outside the night passed, and a new year crept 
over the horizon, leaving Coén to ponder what he should do. 


End Notes 
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